Ash Wednesday Sermon 2011
I expect most of us know the old familiar nursery rhyme – ‘Ring a ring of roses, pocket full of posies’, atishoo, atishoo, we all fall down’. Despite there being some controversy, many people believe that this children’s song originated during the time of the black death in Europe, and refers to the symptoms and treatments of the plague. At that time it was believed that holding flowers near to your mouth would ward off the disease, and so many people carried posies with them. 
There is an alternative version of the rhyme which uses the words ashes, ashes, instead of atishoo, atishoo, which may refer to the horrific final stages of the plague where people would cough out a dry ash. We will all be familiar with those words from the Bible – ashes to ashes, dust to dust. It’s pretty much guaranteed that someone will say these words at your funeral – I’ve now said them quite a few times myself. And finally - we all fall down. A simple reminder that for all of us the end will come eventually.
Well what are these ashes, and why are they such a significant part of this Ash Wednesday service tonight? And why has this been part of our tradition for generations of Christians as we begin the season of Lent? Ashes are the product of burning something, they are the waste after the heat and light are gone. When we had an open fire in a previous house, and one of the regular tasks was to dispose of the ash, to avoid it clogging up the fireplace. Many of you will have done the same, though I hope not quite the way Julie did once, when she tipped hot ashes on to our compost heap. Later that night we were woken by the rosy glow of the compost heap which was blazing high into the night sky, set alight by the hot embers. Fortunately no permanent damage was done.

Ashes are a reminder of who we are. The Bible tells us that we came from the dust, and to dust we shall return. It took the breath of God to instill life into that dust – to bring humanity into being. That image is a reminder to us that without the breath of God, his Spirit, moving in and through us, we remain simply dust and ashes. Lifeless, worthless.
Ashes are also a symbol of repentance. Lent is a time when we recognise our failings, our sin, when we are called to repent and change our ways. Isaiah tells it as it is. ‘Our sins testify against us, our offences are ever with us’. I know that there are things in my life that need to change – if you are honest with yourself you know that there are in your life too. Attitudes, habits, lifestyle. Part of what Lent is about is to look at ourselves in the cold light of day. Where do we need to change?

There are several occasions in the Bible where people come before God in sackcloth and ashes to show their repentance and to seek his forgiveness. During the 6th century Christians would sprinkle ashes on themselves in private to identify with this sign of repentance, and eventually this became public practice, the ashes being used to form the sign of the cross on the forehead. Both a sign of repentance and a reminder of our baptism where we were marked with the sign of the cross.
The mark of the cross is a mark of ownership. These ashes tonight remind us that we are Christ’s. That he died so that we might live. That is the second part of what Lent is about, to look away from ourselves, to Jesus. In the midst of our repentance we know that we are forgiven and marked as belonging to Jesus. The burning away of our sin by the fire of God’s love makes us his own. And as his own we are certified as children of God through the cross.
Traditionally the ashes would be made by burning the Palm crosses from last year, and fortunately we managed to obtain sufficient for tonight. Many thanks to those who contributed. The palm crosses are a symbol of victory, of rejoicing. Through them we are reminded of the events of Holy week – and of how Jesus won the victory over sin and death and evil.  Although not all denominations have retained the practice of ashing, the important thing is not the symbolic act itself of receiving ashes in the form of a cross on your forehead, it is what is going on in your heart and mind.
If this is to mean anything it cannot simply be a historic ritual. Receiving the ashes has to result from our recognition of our sin and our need, and our willingness to open ourselves to Gods transforming power.
When we truly grasp that we are just dust and ashes, then we have to look beyond ourselves for strength, hope and joy. 
There could well be times for all of us when we face a situation which is beyond our capacity to handle. But because we are his, the grace of God will be sufficient for us. He will see us through it. Despite all the pain, all the despair, all the anger God is still in charge, he still loves you and will never let you go. That is our solid foundation. Everything else is just dust and ashes. Material things, money, power, pension plans, property. It’s all going to blow away in the wind. As Jesus says in our gospel reading all that stuff can be taken away, but the things of real value are only to be found in our relationship with God, and our eternal purpose in him.
Well the practice of giving something up for Lent seems to have spread beyond the Christian community. In our society it seems that lots of people will use Lent as a reason to start a diet, to give up smoking, or to become a vegetarian. 
In reality the practice of giving something up during Lent ties in to the ancient Christian discipline of fasting, and in our gospel reading Jesus gives us a clear steer on how to approach the disciplines of Lent.  He emphasises humility and privacy. Lent is not a competition about who can sacrifice the most, or find the most innovative thing to give up (facebook seems to be the hot item this year by the way). Lent is about recognising that we are ultimately only dust and ashes, about deciding to set aside our pride, and to look outside of ourself, to a loving God who knows exactly who we are and what he wants us to become.
Lent is about a spiritual self-evaluation, about a personal commitment and discipline, and it does not need to be publicised. It’s about our relationship with God, recognising our weakness, and humbly looking for change and growth in our walk with him.
Today we come to God in humility, recognising who we really are, dust and ashes, only living and moving through Gods power and will. But God has brought our ashes out of the fire, through Jesus he has given us forgiveness, hope, and purpose in this world. Today he calls us to turn away from sin and to discover a renewed and revitalised faith this Lent.
Amen.
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